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Asyou ponder Cdiforniaes response to the largest influx of immigrantsin its history, | would urge the
members of this commission to consder exactly what it is we Americans expect from Aassmilation.f
We tend to assume that assmilation is asingle process that movesin a clear direction and that resultsin
socid harmony and peace. In my view, none of these common assumptions about assmilation is
accurate.

Firgt, assmilation isnot smply asingle process. It is multi-dimensiond. We can and do tak about the
economic assmilaion of immigrants, but also about ther linguistic, socid, and culturd assmilaion. We
might aso address their political assmilation. Moreover, each of these dimensions of assmilation hasits
own logic and dynamics. And just because a group is assmilating economicaly does not mean that it is
assmilaing soddly or culturdly. And if it isassmilating culturaly, this does not meanthet it is
necessrily assmilating politicaly.

Second, assmilation does not necessarily have a clear, definitive end-point. If for example we focus on
the cultural assmilation of immigrants, it is often the case that the children and grand-children of
immigrants are seemingly less accepting of the dominant soci ety=s vaues and inditutions than their
parents are. Y et this does not mean that these second- and third-generations are not Aassmilaing.d It
may in fact mean that they have adopted the vaues of the dominant society and are goplying them in
ways that their parents and grand-parents would never have dreamed of .

Finally, assmilation does not necessarily lead to socid harmony and consensus. In fact, it often leadsto
conflict, which surprises us and makes us uncomfortable. For example, | would point to the demands
Latinos make for affirmative action, vating rights, and other such Agroup rightsi not as evidence that they
arerefusing to assmilate, as many Americans clearly fed, but that Latinos arein fact assmilating. This
does not mean | am uncritical of such demands by Latinos. | have in fact been quite critical of them.
But | do not criticize such goals as evidence that Latinos rgect assmilation. Rather | regard them asan
indicator that Latinos have adapted to contemporary politica indtitutions, which have been importantly
shaped by the civil rights movement and other changes since the 1960s. Indeed, our politica indtitutions
today encourage Latinos to define their interests in terms of group rights, hence, doing o reflects their
political assmilation.

In other words, when it comes to assmilation, we have to be clear about what it iswe are seeking. For
we may not like what it is we beieve we warnt.



